University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiSur

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

5-24-2002

Jury Finds Officers Guilty in Brazil
LADB Staff

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur
Recommended Citation
LADB Staff. "Jury Finds Officers Guilty in Brazil." (2002). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur/13029

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiSur by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 53088
ISSN: 1089-1560

Jury Finds Officers Guilty in Brazil
by LADB Staff
Category/Department: Brazil
Published: 2002-05-24
In the Brazilian Amazon port city of Belem, two military officers have been convicted for the April
17, 1996, deaths of 19 campesinos, in what has been described as the worst campesino massacre in
Brazil's history. Human rights groups and landless campesinos said, however, that the verdicts do
little to erase impunity. The prosecution charged that, on the day of the incident, about 200 police
opened fire on a group of 1,100 Movimento Sem Terra (MST) demonstrators who were blocking a
highway near Eldorado de Carajas in the northern state of Para (see NotiSur, 1996-04-26). In addition
to the 19 campesinos who were killed, 69 others were injured. The massacre was the bloodiest
incident in the MST's struggle for more equal land distribution.
MST says about 1% of landholders own 50% of the land, while the government says it has
distributed more land than any previous administration. Col. Mario Colares Pantoja, Maj. Jose Maria
Oliveira, and Capt. Raimundo Almendra Lameira were the first of 149 Para state militarized police
(Policia Militar, PM) scheduled to stand trial for the killings. On May 27, 17 police will go on trial
in the same case, and the final 129 will stand trial beginning June 10. The trials are seen as a test of
Brazil's willingness to prosecute police. The accused were acquitted in 1999 for lack of evidence,
but that decision was thrown out a year later (see NotiSur, 1999-08-27, 2000-04-28). A new trial was
repeatedly delayed as judges declined to try the case or were accused of prejudice and removed.
Police ringed Belem's Superior Court on May 14 as Judge Roberto Moura, the sixth to preside
over the case, opened the proceedings. No protests were reported. During the 1999 trial, the
MST organized large demonstrations, often numbering more than 5,000 people, in front of the
courthouse. This time, the MST was not present at the trial. Oliveira's lawyer argued successfully to
have his client tried separately. His trial was rescheduled for May 21. Governor blamed for giving
order Pantoja and Lameira testified that they had not ordered their subordinates to open fire and
that the first victims in the incident were soldiers hit with sticks and stones thrown by the people
blocking the road. But the prosecution showed a videotape in which the police fired first against the
protesters.
Pantoja said he was only following orders from then Gov. Almir Gabriel. "When I received a
telephone call telling me to go to the site of the roadblock, I told the person in charge [Col. Fabinao
Lopes] that we were not prepared to put down the disturbance, that the operation was risky.
Comandante Lopes replied that I had to go because it was an order from the governor who was fed
up with the MST." Pantoja also said that he asked the governor to send a riot squad, but the PM
commander in Belem said the governor was not going to send reinforcements. Lameira testified
that the protesters had fired on his troops first. "The troops then backed off," said Lameira. "The
Movimento people advanced and the soldiers began shooting in the air." The testimony seemed to
indicate a change in defense strategy.
In the 1999 trial, Pantoja avoided any accusations against the governor, who is a member of the
governing Partido da Social Democracia Brasileira (PSDB). In that trial, Gabriel testified that he
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ordered the PM to clear the highway, but to do it peacefully. Two officers convicted Pantoja was
convicted on May 16 of first-degree murder and sentenced to 228 years in prison, 12 years for each
of the 19 campesinos killed. Lameira was acquitted. The 228-year sentence was widely seen as
symbolic, however. Under Brazilian law, no prisoner can serve more than 30 years in prison and
first-time offenders, especially police officers, are usually released early. "We cannot ascertain from
this incident that the defendant is a criminal by nature," said Judge Moura after handing down the
sentence. "But I consider the motive for this act worthy of the utmost condemnation."
On May 22, Oliveira, who had pleaded innocent, was convicted and sentenced to 158 years in prison.
While Pantoja was considered the principal person responsible for the massacre, the jurors found
Oliveira a "co-author of the crime of first-degree homicide." Lawyers for both defendants said they
would appeal, insisting that their clients were obeying orders from the governor. The appeal process
could take as long as 10 years during which time the men will remain free.

MST says impunity still strong
The government's national human rights secretary Paulo Sergio Pinheiro said it was very important
that some of the officers involved had been found guilty. The MST, which boycotted the trial saying
the judge was biased, called the result a "farce." Eurival Martins, an MST leader, said the only way
justice would be served was if the case were moved to the federal courts to ensure that the "main
people responsible," including the state governor, were tried. The MST said the verdict does not
end impunity. By absolving Lameira, the justice system has paved the way for the release of the
remaining PM accused in the case. "The result of the trial means more impunity," said Jovelino
Strozaka, MST national human rights coordinator. "Once again, the justice system shows that it has
two weights and two measures," said Strozaka.
Some rights groups said the convictions could be the beginning of the end of impunity for powerful
local leaders. "It is the beginning of a change in the culture of impunity that exists in Para, a state
where the local elite control many segments of power," said Romeu Klich, coordinator of the
Movimento Nacional de Direitos Humanos (MNDH). "In states like Para the rule is impunity except
for some rare exceptions when there is intense pressure from the international community," said
James Cavallaro at the human rights group Justica Global in Rio de Janeiro. Between 1988 and 2000,
1,517 rural workers have been killed in Brazil, but less than 10 convictions have been obtained, said
the Comissao Pastoral da Terra (CPT). For the campesino movement, the entire judicial process is
unjust.
Spokespersons cited the case of Col. Ubiratan Guimaraes. In 2001, Guimaraes was condemned to
632 years in prison for having led a military operation in 1992 against prisoners in the Carandiru
prison in Sao Paulo state that resulted in the deaths of 111 prisoners (see NotiSur, 2001-07-06).
Despite the sentence, the justice system determined that Guimaraes was entitled to parole since he
had no criminal record and was more than 60 years old. Human rights workers fear the same could
happen in the Eldorado case.
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